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An appeals court struck down a lower-court death sentence for three paramilitaries convicted of
the Rio Negro massacre just as the UN-sponsored truth commission issued a report blaming the
Guatemalan military for 93% of the human rights violations during the civil war (see NotiCen,
1999-03-04). The judge cited inconsistencies in the evidence as grounds for his ruling. In 1982,
members of the Patrullas de Auto Defensa Civil affiliated with the military killed 269 Mayan
villagers in Rio Negro, Baja Verapaz department, and in Agua Fria, El Quiche department.
This region was one of the most severely affected by the scorched-earth policy adopted by the
government headed by Gen. Efrain Rios Montt in 1982-1983.
Coban Appeals Court Judge Amilcar Solis overturned the death sentences of Fermin Lajuj Xitumul,
Pedro Gonzalez Gomez, and Carlos Chen, who were convicted last November for killing three of
the villagers in Rio Negro. Of the 25 patrol members alleged to have committed the massacres, only
those three were tried. Arrest orders have been issued for nine others (see NotiCen, 1998-12-10).
Survivors of the massacres said the ruling runs counter to eyewitness testimony given at the trial
and indicates that the military and those working on their behalf still enjoy impunity.
One survivor, Carlos Chen Osorio, said the case should be continued through the judicial process,
but that will not guarantee that some people might not take the law into their own hands. Frank
LaRue, director of the Centro de Accion Legal en Derechos Humanos (CALDH), said the case might
now be transferred to the Coban Juzgado de Sentencia where another massacre case the 1995 killing
of villagers in Xaman, Alta Verapaz department is being tried (see NotiCen 1998-10-22)>. Because
of a large backlog in that court, the Rio Negro case could be delayed another year, said LaRue.
[Sources: Agence France-Presse, 02/26/99; Siglo Veintiuno (Guatemala, 02/27/99]
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